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A Note from the Author

Well, here we are again. Talk about the ‘Difficult Second Album’, this one had some really interesting moments between synopsis and finished draft. Hopefully it’s worked out to everyone’s satisfaction. First off, though, I’d like to state the (hopefully) obvious: 







ALL THE MAGIC IN THIS BOOK IS FAKE.  
DON’T TRY THIS AT HOME!




 



Some people need it spelled out this clearly, so there you are. In fact, if you read this story and it makes you want to be like the characters, stop and take a good look at yourself. Fact and fiction are very different things, and this is most definitely the latter, so do us both a favour and get a grip, OK? Dennis Wheatley used to put a warning in the front of his books about what could happen to those who got mixed up in the occult. He was right to do so, too, but I’ll do you a deal: if you use your brain I won’t lecture you about how awful the occult can be, and that seems like a fair compromise to me.

Now for the thanks. No man is an island, and I certainly couldn’t write this stuff without the assistance of an elite group of freaks and weirdos. It is therefore appropriate that I share the blame, and mention . . .


Steve Jackson, who keeps his place at the top of the list - and  not just because my entry into all this authory nonsense was his idea. He’s been a great help to me as I’ve fumbled my way through the world of publishing, and is a bloody good mate on top of all that. If you’ve ever wondered how this rubbish gets published, ask Steve, and then talk to . . .


Simon Spanton at Gollancz and Robert Caskie of Macfarlane Chard Associates, my editor and agent respectively, for services above and beyond the call of duty and for somehow continuing to put up with the scary bald weirdo and his strange ideas. Their patience in difficult circumstances has been such as to shame a saint.

In no particular order: Liz Taylor, Cat Vincent, Chris Bell, Roger Burton West, Diana Wynne Jones, Tom Lloyd, Robert Rankin and, of course, the ever-present friends who’d prefer to stay anonymous.

The unexpected guests in Chapter Twenty-Three are for Robert’s fan club, Sproutlore, who’ll know why if they were at the post-wedding shenanigans.

Finally, an apology. Last time, I forgot to thank Lisa Rogers, who copy-edited Hunter’s Moon and helped fix several points that weren’t quite right, then went on to look after this one as well. Thanks, Lisa, and I hope you’ll forgive me.

This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother, who died between its completion and production.

Best wishes,

David Devereux

London, 31st October 2007




Introit

It’s a beautiful summer’s night, warm and balmy. The sky’s a touch clearer than I’d like, though: I can still see the rapidly diminishing shape of the aircraft I jumped out of thirty seconds ago if I turn my head, a dark silhouette against the stars shining brightly in a blue velvet sky. Looking straight ahead, I can see Scotland. Quite a lot of Scotland, in fact, since I’m about twenty thousand feet away from it - and closing rapidly.

There are any number of things I hate about my job, and not many that give me pleasure. One of the latter category is skydiving: the noble art of throwing yourself out of a perfectly good aeroplane and plummeting towards the ground at one hundred and twenty miles an hour. For a few blissful minutes it’s just you and the sky, which gives a man time to relax and think without interruptions apart from the occasional hope that your parachute doesn’t fail, since there’s a very good reason why they call it terminal velocity.

My thoughts on this particular occasion are on what’s going to happen when I land. Discounting the option of becoming a large red stain on the landscape, because if that happens there’s not much else to worry about apart from Final Judgement and a quick trip to Hell (or wherever), I have a castle to deal with. All I have to do is get in, get hold of a small, portable object and get out again without anyone noticing. It’s a piece of piss, really.

The castle’s guarded, of course: men, sensors and probably a  few other things as well are all conspiring to interrupt my progress and ruin my night’s work, but I’m sanguine. This is a thing that can be done; it’s simply a matter of doing it. I have floor plans; I know exactly where I’m going and how I’m getting home again; I’ve even got the times when the guards change shifts, which is why I’m arriving just before shift change in the middle of the night: the guards will be tired and bored, and their sharp, well-rested relief is still another twenty minutes away.

About a thousand feet off the deck I pull the ripcord and breathe a sigh of relief as a sheet of dark bluish-grey fabric almost exactly the same shade as the sky opens above me with a crack. Watch the ground coming up to meet me in the last few seconds, then bend my knees and roll when I hit the ground. Gather up the parachute and hide it under a bush quickly, before anyone who might have decided to investigate my arrival happens by to find the proof, then into the heather and round the hill to my destination.

It’s a short walk from here, and I’m grateful for the cover among all these bushes. There was a time when this land would have been cleared to make it easy for the castle’s defenders to spot oncoming trouble, but since nobody attacks castles in the twenty-first century, that kind of clearance would have been noticed by the outside world. These days the lookouts are armed with infrared scopes and motion detectors, and these are still things that can be easily defeated with a bit of know-how.

I’m collecting foliage on the way and adding it to my gear to serve as a little extra camouflage. Pre-done camo is pretty good these days (certainly it’s come on in leaps and bounds during the last few years) but there’s still no substitute for using the local landscape to hide you and there are a number of ways to do that. My favourite has always been sticking bits of it onto me so I look a bit like a walking bush. If I was a couple of feet taller I suppose I could be a walking tree - very Macbeth, given where I am. Hail,  Jack, miserable bastard, who shall be cold and irritable hereafter.

Naah: doesn’t scan.

Onwards, as ever. To the castle.

It’s not exactly a swift trip. I’ve given myself ninety minutes to get from the edge of visual range to the base of the walls, and while I’ve got no reason to suspect ground microphones (which would leave me well and truly stuffed the moment I stepped into range) the briefing had made it very clear that they still use old-fashioned lookouts as well as technology to guard their perimeter. So patience is the key: move slowly and carefully so the guards’ eyes aren’t drawn to my neck of the gorse. I’m not as quiet as I’d like, either, but that’s another factor I can’t do much about. Moving slowly can only reduce the sounds of my passage, not eliminate them entirely.

Eighty-six minutes later, I arrive at the base of the castle walls. I’m scratched to buggery through my gear thanks to the delightful local flora but don’t detect any signs of actual bleeding. This is a good thing, since that kind of evidence would just be embarrassing when it came to working out who’d robbed the place and where he was afterwards. Time to lose the bushy look and turn back into ninja-boy: matt-black clothing, webbing tight against my body and weapons in handy places should I need them. Now all I have to do is get up a thirty-foot-high wall.

This is usually the bit in the film when the hero throws a grappling hook, which catches perfectly (and quietly) in just the right spot on the first throw. Trouble is, that doesn’t work in the real world. For a start, you almost never get it right first time. Then there’s the fact that these things are made of metal, and the wall’s made of stone. You guessed it: that makes noise. Even if we assume all that works the way the movies tell you, it still starts with me throwing a moderately heavy lump of metal thirty feet straight up. I’m not unhandy, but do me a favour, will you?

I’m not even going to start about the joys of the rope coming  off this hypothetical grapnel because, frankly, if you still think I’m going with that plan you’ve obviously not been paying attention. The whole bloody idea is a dumb one and we’re not going to discuss it any further. There are plenty of handholds to be had, so I’m climbing up as nature intended - even if the architects might prefer I didn’t.

Slow, sure and silent, moving hand then foot, making my way up the wall. A slip would be embarrassing - nobody wants to be captured at the bottom of a wall with their legs broken. People would laugh. Four storeys to climb and all the time in the world to do it. The first storey’s barely work, and the second’s easy enough. By the third my fingers are starting to let me know that they’re not overly keen on holding two hundred pounds of bastard, and by the fourth they’re considering forming a union and going on strike. Lucky for me they’re about as organised as any other union and are still trying to elect a shop steward by the time I get to the top. There’s broken glass up here, but I’ve got a Kevlar blanket rolled up on my back that makes nifty work of this kind of situation. Two toeholds, one hand somewhere safe and the other throws the blanket into position for me to scramble over. Roll it up again, put it back in its place and survey the roof.

The moon’s on my side here - I can just about make out tripwires criss-crossing the tiles. I don’t think there are pressure sensors up here and I can’t hear any signs of alarm yet so it’s just a matter of care and methodical movement to get across to the chimney. Run a bypass on the alarm sensors, using a couple of wires and some crocodile clips to connect a black box from the geeks back home, then it’s out with the wire cutters to remove the mesh covering the top. It’s good stuff, but then so are my cutters - I sharpened them myself just a few hours ago.

Now for the rope. I can belay myself on the chimney stack, by the look of it, and I know how far it needs to drop inside to give me an easy lower down. I stick a bar across the centre to  make sure I can get down without picking up any soot and then start lowering myself like a kid in one of the Charles Dickens books I never read at school.

I end up in an unused bedroom, the fireplace cold in the darkness. A few seconds to make sure I missed the soot and it’s over to the door. Thick wood, but I can’t hear movement outside when I stick my ear to the crack at the bottom. It’s fully lit out there, so I flash my torch into my eyes a couple of times to pre-adjust my sight for it. No point getting caught while I can’t see.

The corridor’s about what you’d expect: long, wide, stone and decorated with the occasional tapestry. My host likes to live well and has pretensions to being a laird, even though I understand that the locals think he’s a nasty little nouveau-riche Saxon fuckbag who should bugger off back to England. He can, for all I care, once I’ve finished here. For some reason the Boss has decided that I’m to leave him be - leave everyone be if I can - so he can spend the next six months looking under the furniture to see where his valued possession has got to.

Down the corridor, following my planned route. This is the second floor, where the nobs sleep, and I need to be one floor down and halfway across the house. Piece of piss.

The stairway’s empty, but I know that there are dogs let loose downstairs so it’s not a surprise. Slowly working my way down, at the outer edges of the steps to maximise my view down the spiral. Make it all the way, step out and listen. Good, I can’t hear the dogs. Out with a small metal box, and open it to reveal two pre-filled metal syringes inside. I only need one for the moment - up against the dining-room door and squirt the liquid underneath it. Urine from a bitch in heat should keep the furry bastards distracted while I go about my business. I can hear paws coming towards me now, so I head off in the other direction while putting the case away.

A nice stealthy walk, the long way of course, gets me to the  library door and its fingerprint lock. I know the make, the model and its weakness, and came prepared. One false fingertip goes on with a little gum, is pressed up to the sensor and a second later there’s a green light and a gentle click that lets me know I’m in.

I pull out the Kevlar blanket again, then it’s through the door and up against the wall as slowly as I possibly can. There’s a movement sensor in here and I need a second to prepare the way past it. I unroll the blanket, taking my time to get it right while my eyes adjust to the reduced light level, then move it into position between me and the sensor. Now I can breathe again - the sensor picks up on moving heat sources and the blanket masks mine very nicely indeed. Still moving cautiously, I make my way up to the sensor and cover it with the blanket. Lovely.

So here we are in the library. Somewhere around here is a safe, in which I should find what I’m looking for. Fortunately, I know that the safe is hidden behind a row of books - which is an enormous help when you’re standing in a room with about twenty thousand of the fuckers. Strangely enough, nobody bothered to tell me which bloody books I’m supposed to be looking for.

Oh, how I love my job sometimes.

I have to hope that the metal detector I brought with me is sensitive enough to find the safe without telling me about every pipe and wire as well. Time’s a-wasting, and while I might act as if there’s all the time in the world, there’s still a rendezvous I need to make unless I fancy walking all the way back to Inverness.

Which I don’t.

No point fannying around with worries about my lift now, so I get the metal detector out and start scanning the shelves I can reach. Five minutes later there’s no joy, so I have to work the upper levels. Up the ladders, then, and give thanks for them being well-enough maintained that they don’t squeak. This bit takes longer, since I’m moving each ladder along the wall as I go, and after fifteen minutes of up, sweep, down and move the ladder  on all four walls I have the sure and certain knowledge that this gadget is a piece of shit.

Time to look for secret switches. Nothing in the desk, or the display cabinet full of weird Japanese tentacle sculptures. Check the sculptures, and discover that a bust of some old git has a lift-up head with a switch underneath it. Stupid bastard had to be a Batman fan, didn’t he? The panel I seek opens up and there’s the safe.

At least he’s enough of a traditionalist to use a key-operated safe, which puts him back up a notch in my book. I’m carrying kit for all eventualities here, but lock-picks are a particular thing of mine and I like a nice challenge. This is a job for sensitivity, training and talent - all things I have in spades.

All I need to open a safe like this old beastie are time, patience and a few pieces of wire. And luck - in the hope that they haven’t retrofitted it with a trip guard or some other kind of anti-pick mechanism. It’s difficult to tell from the outside, but the sensations coming down the picks to my fingertips are all as they should be. It’s a subtle process, with a lot of levers to catch and hold in just the right position, but I’m comfortable with what I’m doing and a few minutes’ work yields results as I feel the assembly slip into place, and I slowly rotate my wrist to shift the bolts back. Now turn the handle, open the door and . . .

There it is.

A slim, hand-written volume of notes by a notorious black magician. The original’s believed to be in the Vatican, who aren’t saying either way, but this is thought to be the only copy, taken down painstakingly by his apprentice only a couple of months before an angry mob stormed their house with the time-honoured pitchforks and burning torches. It’s priceless, irreplaceable, and coming with me.

Close the safe carefully, go through all the rigmarole of locking it again and then close the panel and put the old git’s head back  on. Bedtime for bastards, I think - the clock’s ticking and I’ve got a lift to catch.

Having checked that everything’s back as I found it, I grab the blanket and reverse course towards the door. Slow and steady again, slide the door open and move into the corridor. Roll up the blanket, and start back. I’m toying with a couple of ways out at the moment, but the best still looks like more or less the way I came, which will let me get rid of the rope. Not much I can do about replacing the grille over the chimney (my weight allowance didn’t have room for portable welding gear) but there’s no sense in leaving any more clues than I have to. I head upstairs with the help of a second staircase - don’t want to disturb the pooches - and move into the corridor.

Hello, Mr Guard, I wasn’t expecting to see you here. Ever heard of the Vulcan death grip? Apparently not - let’s find somewhere quiet for you to have a nice lie down.

I hoist the now slightly less attentive guard over my shoulder and tramp back towards the room I started out from. There’s no point making it too easy to find him even if I have just blown my beautifully covert little run. Hopefully they’ll think he’s stopped for a piss or something rather than raising the alarm just yet. All I need is another five minutes to get up that chimney and then I’m gone.

Back into the bedroom. I lay the guard out on the bed as though he’s taking a sneaky nap and move back to the chimney. Hunting for the rope . . .

And finding a door covering my way out. Steel. Solid. Locked.

Oh crap.

Over to the window, pull the latch back, swear as it fails to open. Must be some kind of lock built into the frame.

Double crap.

Escape plan number two: back downstairs. Out the door and towards the stairs, moving as quickly as I can. Coming round  the corner I surprise another guard, and I’ve punched him hard enough to put him on his backside before the thought’s cleared its way across my head. A quick finishing move that should leave his neck nicely snapped and his spinal cord severed concludes matters quickly enough. He just about fits in a cleaning cupboard and I’m moving again. Things have now officially turned into the shape of a pear and my only priority is getting the hell out of here intact.

I dismiss the bedroom window on the grounds that it’s glazed with laminated security stuff that would make a racket to get through. The doors on the ground floor are going to be locked, so the most likely escape route is another chimney. Racking my memory for another unoccupied room, I find one within reach. In, over to the chimney and take a look.

Also blocked with a steel door.

The bastards are on to me. They must be.

Fine. Gloves off, then - I can safely dispense with the sneaking around and get creative.

Despite my orders to keep it quiet, I did manage to find room for a line of detcord in my gear. Over to the window, try the usual way of opening without success, and start laying the explosive round the edge. Piece of cake. Next, to the bed, and start turning the sheets into an emergency rope of strips knotted together. Judging by how much trouble they give me I think I should be OK to get down them intact. Tie one end to the enormous bed, loop the rest around my arm ready to throw out of the window and move back to light the fuse on the detcord.

The door bangs open suddenly, and I feel the first round hit my left leg as I’m turning to face it. Another hits me in the chest, then one in my shoulder.

‘Gotcha!’ The guard looks far too pleased with himself, pleased enough that I want to wipe the smile off his face with sandpaper. ‘That’ll be an “Exercise Over”, then.’

‘Bollocks. How did you get me?’ I ask, wiping a splash of paint off my chin.

‘The dogs didn’t show up for their late-night feeding. That set us looking.’

‘Bloody typical. Oh well, any chance of a cup of tea?’




Chapter One

You don’t want to know who I am.

No, really: you don’t. The last person who went digging for my real name was found dead in a ditch so thoroughly messed up that his own mother didn’t recognise what was left of the body. The people who know me and like me - and know what I do for a living - call me Jack. Most of them are dead, though, which makes trips to the pub a bit of a challenge.

It was another summer’s day in London: hot, sweaty and possessed of an atmosphere you could cut with a blunt knife. The call had summoned me to an old office building on the edge of the City, the kind where dodgy back-room deals are handled by millionaires in slightly tatty suits and shoes in desperate need of new heels. The kind of place where nobody looks you in the eye, just in case they have to testify about seeing you when the Fraud Squad come looking. Down a corridor in serious need of a new strip light, checking over my shoulder for any observers, and in through a door marked ‘Maintenance’.

The office beyond was identical to every other office I’d ever met the Boss in, as though all of them were the same room reached through different doors. The same desk, the same telephones, the same evil old man sitting there staring at me like I’d just been scraped off the front bumper of his vintage Rolls-Royce. Time to sit down and take my briefing like a man.

‘I want you to take a look at something,’ he said, skipping the  formalities and getting straight to work as always. ‘Special Branch raided a bedsit in Camden last night and found some papers they didn’t understand. They passed them on to MI5, who were equally lacking in comprehension, so now they’re on their way to GCHQ for decryption.’ He pushed a folder across the desk: light blue, for analysis, and about half an inch thick. It made a pleasant change to see one of those instead of the red folders with orders to kill that feature all too bloody frequently in my life.

‘Won’t they be missed, sir?’

‘No, because you’re the courier. There’s a car waiting for you downstairs, so you’d better work fast or hope for bad traffic. I want your report in the morning. Dismissed.’

‘Sir.’ End of interview and out the door, holding a brown envelope with MI5 markings and a cargo of who-knows-what. Time to hope for bad traffic, indeed.

 



The car turned out to be a minicab, or at least a pretty good impersonation of one. I sat in the back as we fought our way through London traffic, documents open on my lap and spread across the seat.

It started out with some fairly tasty neo-Nazi propaganda, the usual bullshit about how all the wogs should go back where they came from and leave Britain to the British. That made me laugh - we’re such a bunch of mongrels these days that I don’t honestly think anyone can claim to be 100% anything any more. Besides, how far do you want to take it back? To the Windrush generation? World War Two? The French Revolution? William the Conqueror ? Angles and Saxons? Romani ite domum, that’s what I say. We were doing just fine until they showed up with their suntans, decent roads and functional irrigation systems, the bastards.

Leafing through the bullshit, stifling the occasional giggle where it was particularly badly written, managed to kill about  three-quarters of an hour and a third of the pile. Nothing unusual, though - certainly nothing that would make it worth sending to GCHQ, and certainly nothing that would deserve my attention.

We pulled into an anonymous car park somewhere in London, and I gathered the papers back into the file. Here was my ‘official’ ride: a nice, comfy saloon car that didn’t smell slightly of stale chips, which was a distinct improvement on the vehicle I’d been travelling in thus far. I was already suited up from having to be in the City, so it was just a matter of getting comfy on the nice leather-backed seat before my driver fired up the engine and started sliding towards the south-west like a hot knife through butter. Fast, quiet and efficient: three words I’m very fond of, and it’s always nice to see a professional doing what they’re really good at. This guy, for example, could have made a lot of money in the bank-blagging business if his current performance was anything to go by. He reminded me of my own driving instructor, a quiet little Scotsman who really came alive behind the wheel. Car and driver moving as one creature, sensing the road and reacting half a second before any other drivers even noticed the stimulus. All this, and not a single disturbance to my pile of crappy hatemongering.

Part two of the file was a lot less crappy than the first part. More eloquent, for a start, and a lot more reasonable-sounding. Someone with an IQ had written this, and probably a decent degree: the language was couched more softly, as if the author wanted to sidle up beside you and say the things you were already thinking, then take you on to a place you hadn’t realised you were going. It’s one thing to admit that housing is a problem in modern Britain, but another to say that the solution is an end to immigration, accompanied by forced repatriations - this was the kind of writing that made the latter sound like a good idea, a reasonable idea, the kind of idea that reasonable people already  had but were afraid to admit in a world gone mad with political correctness. It was all bullshit, of course - spend five minutes in some of the places these immigrants come from and you’ll realise why they wanted out badly enough to dodge militias, death squads and marauding gangs of heavily armed loonies.

But it was still perfectly normal as far as the boys and girls at Thames House were concerned, and thus a total waste of my time. I’d cancelled a studio session for this, and even though it was for a bunch of talentless 80s hacks trying to cash in on the comeback craze it was still better than reading bullshit in the back of a car on the M4. The file was running out fast, and so was my patience.

Thankfully, things got a little more interesting five pages before the end. We were into handwritten territory now, scrawled numbers and symbols that looked a lot more like my kind of candy. It appeared that the original owner of these papers had an interest in my very particular line of spookery, judging by the runes, astrological notation and calculations here. This was definitely worth my time, and I started photographing the pages. This was going to need more work than I had time for, and I’d have sooner kept the originals if there was any choice in the matter.

In fact, why not? The idea of giving me the originals to look at was so I could get a feel for the hand behind them, since photocopies only do you so much good when it comes to this kind of thing. Those were undoubtedly already back at the office undergoing whatever the backroom boys could think of. Cheltenham wouldn’t get that much benefit from the originals, anyway.

A few sheets of paper and a biro were easy enough to find, so I had the driver pull into the services at Bristol and started copying out the scrawls well enough to fool someone who didn’t plan to use them for what I had in mind. It took the best part  of an hour, including a couple of breaks when my eyes started to go funny. When that happened I looked out at the view of Bristol, and thought of my last visit there, and the clusterfuck that had come in its wake. I’d have to make time to visit Annie - Sophie - and Geoff; it had been too long.

The guilt trip faded as we drove up the M5 towards Cheltenham. I was in the front of the car now, with the file back in its folder and comfortably locked into a briefcase resting on my lap. The handcuff attaching said luggage to my wrist was a nice touch, I thought, even if it did chafe a bit.

Passing through the outer gates of GCHQ was easy enough - a suitable ID had been left in the glove compartment and it took me cheerfully into the secure reception area where I was met by a friendly enough bloke from the Black Country who described himself as a deputy section head. The room was pretty much like any other government building, only with flasher coffee mugs - some kind of red and blue swooping design had replaced the old ones with the crest on. I liked the old mugs better: they made you look like you worked for the government instead of some godsawful PR firm.

Briefcase handed over, and no questions asked, I returned to the car. We drove back to London in silence.

 



That night, I spent some deeply meaningful hours with the notes I’d snaffled. The style was old-fashioned, but a reconstructed system nonetheless - something most likely from a movement that claimed to be thousands of years old but was actually formed in the back of an old cheese shop somewhere in Europe during the late nineteenth century by someone with a few bits of papyrus and a convincing line in mystical bollocks. Judging by the use of runes, it was probably claiming to be northern European, veering towards Germany rather than Scandinavia. Of course, this would fit in with all the goose-stepping crap, which was  something that confused me: if you’re so big on national pride and all that nonsense, why use someone else’s magic when there’s perfectly good stuff at home? Mind you, I don’t really expect sense from any type of extremist - that’s part of the definition, after all.

Fortunately for me, there’s an Internet, and for every extremist there’s an opposite who wants to expose their evil to the world. I spent the night trawling through website after website, with breaks to cross-check stuff in my own library. This was interesting: nothing quite matched what I had in front of me. There were elements that worked, but while the whole collection of notes seemed to be coherent within its own system, I couldn’t find any references to such a system in any of the usual places. It wasn’t showing up in the unusual places, either. That meant it was likely to be from an unknown outfit, and that meant it was now very firmly in my domain - or at least that of the Service.

 



So that’s what I told the Boss.

‘We’ve got definite indications of magic use, although it looks like that’s part of an inner framework outside of public sight. The system’s apparent origins tie in too closely with the material to be ignored, and from what I can glean from the police reports, this guy wasn’t smart enough to be doing it on his own. That indicates an organised group, which makes me think it’s worth sending someone to have a look.’

‘Agreed,’ said the Boss. ‘Infiltrate, evaluate and report back when there’s something to tell. A cover’s been set up, something respectable that will appeal to the higher-ups looking for nice, normal people rather than the thugs they use as muscle. How much do you know about banking?’

‘They’re slow to pay interest and quick to charge for a letter?’ Jokes weren’t exactly the Boss’s forte, but what I knew about high  finance could be written on the head of a pin - without need for a microdot.

‘Then you’ve got some learning to do. Background.’ The red folder travelling across the desk towards me wasn’t exactly a surprise. After all, when you’ve got blond hair and blue eyes, there’s not much guesswork required to work out who’s off to talk to the Nazi Party.




Chapter Two

Learning about the banking industry was as boring as you’d expect it to be. A succession of very dull men explained the process of shares, stocks, bonds, treasury certificates, precious metals, commodities and foreign exchange over the following week, while I spent my nights reading even duller books on economic theory and condensed company reports that would allow me to sound as if I knew what I was talking about. I was expected to fool people who did this shit for a living, people who found it interesting - exciting, even - and I couldn’t just hide in a corner since I’d need to build a social circle that would take me into the target’s area of influence.

That area of influence started with a broker named Michael. GCHQ had intercepted some dodgy-looking emails from his personal account several months ago, and further investigation showed that while he seemed like a nice enough bloke to the outside world, his private opinions were a little less friendly. The decision had been made to leave him in place as an unwitting intelligence source, and the bugs in his flat had revealed that when he wasn’t working his way through the back office, he was talking to some very antisocial people. It was thanks to him that we’d scooped up the bedsit in Camden, when the occupant had bragged about kicking some poor gay bloke to death while his boyfriend watched. New avenues of inquiry were discovered,  and suddenly the Met had another arrest (and pretty much guaranteed conviction) on the scoreboard.

Boy, am I glad we don’t have to report our arrest rate. It wouldn’t make pretty reading.

Michael was a bit of a foodie, so the other thing I had to learn was cookery. This was more fun, since I’ve spent most of my life eating out of restaurants, takeaways, rat-packs and ready meals and there’s only so much polystyrene a boy can eat. The idea was that I’d start by engaging his taste buds, then engage his mind and let him take me on to where I actually wanted to be. Apparently Chef was impressed by my appreciation of a sharp knife. I can’t think why.

A month passed this way in total. I moved into the cover’s flat quietly and without fuss, and practised farting around with sauces while I recited stock-market shorthand codes for a few hundred companies that were liable to be of interest in the day job. I poached fish while revising the mechanisms of international money transfers, and to make sure that my politics were sound I whipped up a fantastic crème brûl’e to the speeches of John Tyndall and Oswald Mosley. That last rather spoiled my appetite, but everything has a downside in this business.

The upside was the wine. My tastes are pretty simple, to be honest - a pint of beer or the occasional bottle of Vino Collapso de Blanco if I’m eating in a restaurant. All that changed as I started to get my head around grapes, vineyards and vintages. Then there was beer in way more forms than I ever thought possible: there was as much to learn here as there was about wine. Frankly, the beer was more confusing by the time I’d gone through hops, malt and yeast, and the various permutations in which they could be put together. Going back to a pint of Wifebeater would be a bit of a challenge after this.

But the end result seemed pretty convincing. I could waffle on like a good ’un about the stock market, feign enthusiasm about  people with more money in the bank than I’d ever see in a lifetime and produce the kind of meal that didn’t make Chef want to hit me over the head with a pan. I even managed to stop burning the pans after a while, since until then I’d only ever really cooked with two levels of heat: Gas Mark Fires of Hell and Off.

Not so shabby, but one thing I’d wanted to test had been off-limits. Chef had made it very clear that if I tried throwing any of his knives at a target he’d be using me for a knife block very shortly afterwards. I’d have to make time to try that later.

There were other things to be done, as well: notably establishing a presence. The City is a village in some ways - if you don’t know someone, you probably know someone who does. That meant establishing a few friends. First stop was finding a pub.

Pubs are great. They’re instant social networking sites that make the Internet look like a cave painting. Make the right few friends, spin them a tale and the next thing you know you’ve got a reference. City pubs, however, are harder to break in to because the patrons tend to drink in packs. But there’s a way around that as well . . .

Derek was the first point of contact. He didn’t go out with the boys much, preferring a nice little local just off Blackfriars Road that was handy for his flat. He lived alone, having been divorced twice when his wives both decided that the money didn’t make up for him being more interested in numbers than in them. He was also a little older than most of the guys in his department, which made him calmer and easier to talk to.

It took a couple of weeks, but making friends with the guy was easy enough once you broke through the barrier. He was lonely, and my cover of having just come out of the Army, studied and got through the broker licensing exams on my own was about right. He thought I was an idiot for picking the City as a new career, but didn’t mind sharing a few stories of particularly intricate trades that filled out my knowledge base  very nicely indeed. He even started to let me know where there were jobs going, at his own bank and a few others, and when a junior trader post came up at Michael’s bank I was all primed up and ready to ace the interview.

I’ve done a few job interviews over the years, as a number of different people, so I know what employers are looking for. The bank wanted someone who was enthusiastic, confident, willing to work like a carthorse and clearly focused on making a lot of money, so that’s what I gave them. I threw in a touch of ruthlessness and a side order of aggression to round it out, and backed it all up with a bit of charm so I came off as a likeable asshole rather than just another asshole.
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